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ABSTRACT
Increased public participation in government decisions contributes significantly to the enhance-
ment of grass-roots democracy. This article assesses the level of involvement of local citizens in
local government decisions in Malaysia. Public participation was assessed using questionnaires on
the range and extent of initiatives used by local government. The questionnaires also probed
citizens’ perceptions of these initiatives and expectations for greater citizen empowerment. Data
were gathered from 206 local citizens randomly selected from six local authorities in the northern
region of Malaysia. The findings reveal a desire on the part of local citizens to participate in their







It has long been argued that public participation in
public policy decision-making is vital for a range of
different reasons (Fung, 2003; King, Feltey, & Susel,
1998; Yang & Pandey, 2011). It brings benefits not
only to government but, more importantly, it enhances
democratic legitimacy of government. It uses the
knowledge, skills, and enthusiasm of the public to
help make decisions and recognizes that the public
has a significant role to play. Thus it has been argued
that public participation can enhance accountability
and improve trust in local democracy (Yang &
Pandey, 2011); can help resolve public values in policy
conflicts (Nabatchi, 2012); improve the effectiveness of
public policy-making (King et al., 1998); and enhance
legitimacy (Fung, 2003).
As a result, government should understand what
the public wants and needs and strive to ensure that
these needs are taken into consideration when mak-
ing decisions. That is why many citizens, administra-
tors, and politicians are interested in increasing
public participation in public decisions (King et al.,
1998; Speier, 2009).
Thus, public participation may lead to a better-
informed public and improved decision-making.
Because participation is integral to the concept of
democracy, participation is imperative for legitimacy.
Participation is likely to enhance the public’s
understanding of issues through attention and involve-
ment. Participation also improves decision-making by
involving a wide variety of interests, offering a more
comprehensive solution to social problems (Wang &
Van Wart, 2007).
In any democratic system, public participation is an
important factor where participation allows people to
have influence over, and share, government policy.
Thus it has been argued that sustainable development
is also dependent on factors of success or failure of the
implementation of policies, good governance, participa-
tion, and decentralization of power, predictability, and
transparency (Rogers, Jalal, & Boyd, 2008).
In Malaysia, the appropriate role of citizen partici-
pation in public administration has been an active
and ongoing area of inquiry, experimentation, revo-
lution, and controversy since the birth of the nation.
However, it is not always clear to what extent local
government authorities are demonstrating their will-
ingness to integrate citizen participation in their deci-
sion-making process. There also appears to be a lack
of understanding of the actual functioning of local
authorities as community-based centers for services
and policy-making. Citizens sometimes do not under-
stand the benefits and impact of the involvement or
participation of citizens in local government. Thus,
Dola and Mijan (2006) argue that, in reality, the
objectives of public participation in Malaysia are yet
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to be discovered, understood, and applied across the
board.
This article explores the extent and type of partici-
pation initiatives that can be found in local government
in Malaysia and the perceptions that citizens have of
the benefits and costs of such participation.
The article, first provides background on local gov-
ernment in Malaysia; second, it discusses the concept of
public participation; third, it reports on a study of views
on local participation from citizens in six local autho-
rities in Northern Malaysia; and finally, indicates how
participation might be enhanced.
Background to local government in Malaysia
In Malaysia, the local government is the third level of
government after state and federal government, called
Pihak Berkuasa Tempatan (PBT) (Hussain, 2002; Nooi,
1997, 2008; Norris, 1980). As stated in the Federal
Constitution in 1957, local governments are under the
jurisdiction of the state government, primarily, and the
federal government. Under this Constitution, local gov-
ernment is one of the jurisdictions reserved for the state
government, and Clause 76 (4) of the Constitution high-
lighted that the federal government has the authority to
make laws to achieve equality in policy and law but may
have little direct impact (Ineh, 1975; Kuppusamy, 2008).
This means that any policies and aims decided by the
federal government and the state should be accepted and
implemented by all local governments.
In Malaysia, the system of local democracy was
introduced through local elections, first started in
1857. Under the Local Government Elections Act
1960 (LGEA, 1960) and its amendment in 1961, the
Election Commissions took over the conduct of all local
elections (Hock, Huat, Abdullah, & Ean, 2009). In this
election system, local citizens have their right to elect
who and which party will represent them to deal with
local issues. However, elections were suspended follow-
ing racial disturbances during the 1966 local elections.
The abolition of elections for local governments has
resulted in Malaysians losing their right to decide on
whom or which political party should represent them
in the local councils (Lee, 2005). However, the
Malaysian constitution also provides for each state to
govern its own arrangements by ordinance (Taylor,
Abdul-Hamid, & Mohd-Sanusi, 2008). Thus, each
state government have the right to appoint the mayor
or councilors or presidents, commonly based on their
political affiliations (Hock et al., 2009). This ruling falls
under the jurisdiction of the Minister of Housing and
Local Government, under the 1976 Local
Government Act.
Basically, local government in Malaysia operates
within a centralized political system that does little to
encourage autonomy or public participation at the local
level. While the federal government exhorts application
of the principles of good governance such as transpar-
ency, accountability, and participation, local govern-
ment’s subordinate position to the federal and state
government hierarchy limit its ability to engage freely
with the community. Local government faces constant
criticisms over delays, poor attitude, and weak imple-
mentation of policies (Nooi, 2011).
At present there are 144 local government presidents
or mayors in Malaysia appointed, not elected, by the
state or federal government. Those appointed may or
may not have relevant expertise (Kuppusamy, 2008).
Similarly, each local authority may have different
mechanisms for public participation.
The two main divisions of local government are
rural district councils and urban centers. There are
two types of urban council: city councils and munici-
palities. All types of local government perform the same
functions. Municipalities can be upgraded to cities once
they satisfy the required criteria. The distinction
between councils is based on the difference between
more progressive and financially stronger urban areas
and the weaker rural and less urbanized areas
(Beaglehole, 1974). City councils are led by mayors,
while municipalities and districts are led by presidents.
The state governments, elected every 5 years, appoint
mayors, presidents, and all councilors. The appoint-
ments are for 3-year terms, but individuals may be re-
appointed. This is uniform, in principle, across the
country, although in practice it does vary. The council
decision-making process is through a committee struc-
ture determined by the local authority, including the
committees provided for in legislation.
Executive powers lie with the mayor in the city
councils, and presidents in the municipal and district
councils. They are appointed by their state govern-
ments, either on a part-time or a full-time basis. The
state government also sets remuneration. The respec-
tive state governments establish executive committees,
which are chaired by the mayor or president. Councils
can establish other general or specific committees at
their discretion.
Public participation
The aim of participatory activities is to involve citizens
in the decision-making process. Public participation is
the process by which the public concerns, needs, and
values are incorporated into governmental and corpo-
rate decision-making. It is a two-way communication
























and interaction, with the overall aim of better deci-
sions that are supported by the public (Creighton,
2005). For example, the Chapter 28 of Agenda 21
notes the pivotal role of local government, recognized
the need for local leadership and stressed the partici-
pation of local governments and their stakeholders in
the development of local solutions. Thus, at the local
level, public participation has centered around the
allocation of resources to competing groups, particu-
larly regarding infrastructure and basic services.
However, because local governments do not operate
as independent entities, it is also important to con-
sider how they are affected by changes in regional,
state, and national policies and programs.
Public participation is defined as the involvement of
citizens in administrative functions and decision-mak-
ing, which is achieved through the availability of dif-
ferent mechanisms in different functional areas and
through participation in the decision-making process.
The mechanisms for participation are likely to include
public hearings, citizen advisory boards, citizen focus
groups, business community meetings, and chamber of
commerce meetings (Carson, 2008). Different func-
tional areas will include those services that are typically
provided by government such as public safety, trans-
portation, zoning and planning, and budgeting.
Decision-making participation refers to public involve-
ment in such decision-making processes as goal setting,
strategy determination, and implementation and eva-
luation. Participation in decision-making is often
regarded as a measure of “genuine” participation, or
participation depth (Sanoff, 2000), whereas participa-
tion mechanisms and participation in functional areas
measure how widespread the participation is.
Public participation in administration can be direct
or indirect involvement in the formulation or evalua-
tion of administrative objectives, service levels, admin-
istrative guidelines, and overall results. To participate,
people must first think that they are capable of doing so
(i.e., that effort is likely to lead to adequate perfor-
mance). Can they understand the process and capably
do what is required to participate? For example, do
people think they can understand the basic issue to be
discussed, find the public hearing, and make comments
that will be appropriate? Next, people must think they
have a chance of success. In other words, if they make
comments at a public hearing, those comments are
likely to be considered. Finally, people must value the
reward. That is, people are unlikely to take the time to
participate unless achieving success is an important
value, perhaps because of the ramifications for the
local community or because the issue is an impassioned
cause (Xiao Hu & Wan Wart, 2007).
The general value of participating increases admin-
istrative competence, which consists of two dimensions;
service competence and management competence.
Service competence, as represented by actually meeting
public needs and enhancing consumer satisfaction.
Another value is the increased competence of manage-
ment, measured by the use of cost-based accounting,
management information systems, and forecasting
tools.
Without elected councilors, a local public partici-
pation framework is required to make local govern-
ment more transparent, accountable, and efficient.
Such a framework may be part of broader efforts to
deepen democracy and ensure a robust public sphere
for citizens to give feedback and control government
action. The practical form of the participatory prac-
tices and arrangements include public meetings, citi-
zen juries, forums for various social groups, such as
the young or the elderly, neighborhood assemblies,
multi-choice referendums accompanied by active
public debate and discussions, and activism by non-
governmental organizations and other community
groups (Lankina, 2008).
Methodology
This present study was of Malaysian local government.
The primary source of data is a survey that was sent to
six local governments in northern states in peninsular
Malaysia, namely Pendang District Council/Majlis
Daerah Pendang (MDP), Baling District Council/
Majlis Daerah Baling (MDB), Langkawi Municipal
Council/Majlis Perbandaran Langkawi (MPL), Alor
Setar Municipal Council/Majlis Perbandaran Alor
Setar (MBAS), in Kedah, Pulau Pinang Municipal
Council/Majlis Perbandaran Pulau Pinang (MPPP) in
Pulau Pinang and Kangar Municipal Council/Majlis
Perbandaran Kangar (MPK) in Perlis. MPPP and
MBAS are located in urban areas, the other councils
are located in rural areas.
Although this study is not a complete representative
sample of all local governments in these states, the
selected local governments have similar services as
well as policy areas. In terms of public participation
mechanisms, the overall response rates of this survey
represent significant public views.
Researchers distributed the survey questionnaires by
mail to 500 respondents during June to October 2012,
and 206 responded, just over 40%. Of these 206 respon-
dents, there were 50 from MBAS and 38 from MPPP,
the two urban areas. The other 118 were from the rural
areas including 50 from MDP, 50 from MDB, 12 from
MDK, and 6 from MPL. The instruments in the public
























participation are adopted from items suggested by the
Office of the Deputy Prime Minister, England (ODPM,
2002). These instruments specifically measure the prac-
tice of public participation through six components.
The instruments combine variables of public participa-
tion initiatives, purpose of the community involvement,
problems in the implementation, and benefits of these
initiatives. Responses were on a two-point scale, coded
as yes and no. Our survey is aimed at citizens whereas
the ODPM surveyed local authorities themselves.
Findings
In order to represent differences of citizen views on
public participation, data were compiled on a variety of
initiatives used to provide opportunities for public par-
ticipation. Details of the extent and type of public
participation are illustrated in Tables 1–9 and we pre-
sent these under three main headings:
(1) Why get involved?
(2) What is the type of involvement?
(3) What are the benefits and costs of
involvement?
Why get involved?
Table 1 presents the results of citizen intention to
engage in public participation. This table suggests
that most citizens perceive that participation will pro-
vide feedback (n = 83) and help solve problems
(n = 74). It means that public participation could
transform citizen beliefs about local government
issues and services. It is mandated that every local
government provide opportunities to the public to
give their views on local government services and yet
few (n = 43) believe that participation is about meet-
ing legal requirements. Similarly, empowering the
local community (n = 42) and increasing awareness
of important local community involvement (n = 49)
are relatively low.
Based on Table 2, the main problem for citizens to
get involved in local government is the lack of time
(n = 90). This is consistent with other research on time
as a limiting factor for citizen participation (King et al.,
1998). The lack of involvement of other citizens is also
a barrier. The lack of support from local councilors is
less important than officer support. Lack of resources is
also a problem (n = 46). However, apart from the lack
of time, other problems do not seem overwhelming.
Table 3 illustrates respondents’ views on some issues
that might put them off from engaging with their local
authority although findings would appear to indicate
that none of the reasons are too large a deterrent,
supporting the findings from Table 2.
What is the type of involvement?
The results in Table 4 indicate that citizens make exten-
sive use of traditional participation modes, such as per-
sonal involvement (n = 78), group involvement (n = 81),
and community association (n = 68). While there are
some citizens who also use the Internet to reach out to
local government such as social media (n = 34). Fewer
citizens are involved with local government through
business involvement (n = 23) and official pro-
grams (n = 26).
Table 1. What Purpose Do You Think Participation Serves?
Purpose of Involvement
MDP MBAS MPPP MDB MPK MPL TOTAL
Y N Y N Y N Y N Y N Y N Y N
Meet the provisions of the law 10 40 13 37 13 25 2 38 3 9 2 4 43 153
Identifying the best problem-solving strategy 18 32 19 31 25 13 6 44 4 8 2 4 74 132
To get the best results in an issue 4 46 8 42 21 17 9 41 5 7 2 4 49 157
Give/receive feedback from citizens 8 42 24 26 26 12 14 36 9 3 2 4 83 123
Increasing awareness of the needs of local community involvement 8 42 12 38 18 19 5 45 4 8 2 4 49 156
Develop and empower local communities 2 48 17 33 13 25 4 46 4 8 2 4 42 164
Table 2. What are the Main Problems Stopping You from Greater Involvement?
Problem of Involvement
MDP MBAS MPPP MDB MPK MPL TOTAL
Y N Y N Y N Y N Y N Y N Y N
Lack of support from councilors 3 47 11 39 15 23 3 47 1 11 2 4 35 171
Lack of support from officer LG 14 36 6 44 20 18 14 36 1 11 2 4 57 149
Lack of involvement of local citizens 11 39 16 34 23 15 11 39 5 7 2 4 68 138
Lack of resources (e.g., financial, labor, equipment) 3 47 21 29 12 25 3 47 5 7 2 4 46 159
Lack of time 18 32 30 20 12 25 18 32 10 2 2 4 90 115
Lack of legislative support for councilors 2 48 5 45 5 33 2 48 2 10 2 4 18 188
























As indicated in Table 4, local citizens tend to agree that
they mostly deal with local government through personal,
group, and community association engagement rather
than through business, media, and local official programs.
Traditionally, personal factors affect citizens’ desire to
participate in local government. For example, some peo-
ple may participate for both personal reasons (i.e., selfish
or economic motivations) and public interest (i.e., the
building of community or social capital). Generally, they
will participate on issues that matter to them (Lowndes,
Pratchett, & Stoker, 2001b). Meanwhile, some respon-
dents are using other initiatives to gain immediate impact
such as social media. Overall, for many, interactive, face-
to-face discussion is more satisfying than one-way tech-
niques such as submitting written comments.
Table 5 demonstrates respondents willing to cooperate
with others to increase community involvement in the
activities and services of local government. The highest
involvement is Department of Social Cohesion (n = 56),
university (n = 34), and NGOs (n = 31). The collaborative
activities involve public housing, building a new village, or
a new recreational area.
Table 6 indicates 18 mechanisms of public participa-
tion that communities prefer to use in dealing with
Table 5. Local Authority Work with Others to Increase Community Involvement.
Involvement Initiatives
MDP MBAS MPPP MDB MPK MPL TOTAL
Y N Y N Y N Y N Y N Y N Y N
Department of social cohesion (Jabatan Perpaduan Negara) 1 49 25 25 22 16 1 49 5 7 2 4 56 150
University 0 50 10 40 21 17 0 50 1 11 2 4 34 172
School 2 48 8 42 2 17 2 48 2 10 2 4 18 169
Police 3 47 13 37 2 36 3 47 4 8 2 4 27 179
NGOs 2 48 14 36 3 35 2 48 8 4 2 4 31 175
Housing department 4 46 5 45 3 35 4 46 3 9 2 4 21 185
Table 3. Reasons not to Get Involved with the Community.
Not Want to get Involved
MDP MBAS MPPP MDB MPK MPL TOTAL
Y N Y N Y N Y N Y N Y N Y N
Management of local authorities 4 46 8 42 11 27 4 46 5 7 2 4 34 172
Issues require immediate decision 3 47 6 44 13 25 3 47 0 12 2 4 27 179
Issues that are difficult to achieve in the community 4 46 5 45 14 24 4 46 2 10 2 4 32 175
Raise the issue of fear/outrage 3 47 11 19 5 33 3 47 4 8 2 4 28 158
Table 4. The Types of Involvement by Local Citizens.
Involvement Initiatives
MDP MBAS MPPP MDB MPK MPL TOTAL
Y N Y N Y N Y N Y N Y N Y N
Personal involvement 10 40 25 25 27 11 10 40 4 8 2 4 78 128
Group Involvement 18 32 15 35 26 12 18 32 2 10 2 4 81 125
Business Involvement 4 46 6 44 5 33 4 46 2 10 2 4 23 183
Community association 8 42 19 31 24 11 8 42 7 5 2 4 68 135
Social media (e.g., facebook, twitter, blog, email) 8 42 13 17 2 35 8 42 1 11 2 4 34 151
Local official program (dialogue session with the customer 2 48 10 40 5 32 2 48 5 7 2 4 26 179
Table 6. Mechanisms Often used as a Discussion Between Local Government and Community.
Mechanisms of Involvement
MDP MBAS MPPP MDB MPK MPL TOTAL
Y N Y N Y N Y N Y N Y N Y N
Complaints/suggestions in writing 39 11 40 10 10 28 11 36 10 2 2 4 112 91
Service satisfaction survey 18 12 36 14 3 35 32 18 4 8 2 4 95 91
Collection methods other views 11 39 36 14 2 38 39 11 4 8 2 4 94 113
Interactive website 23 27 38 12 1 37 23 27 6 6 2 4 93 114
Referendum 6 44 38 12 0 38 6 14 3 9 2 4 55 121
Community planning/analysis needs 15 35 37 13 3 35 15 35 5 7 2 4 77 129
Community panel 10 40 38 12 8 30 10 40 12 8 2 4 134 93
Involvement of local people 14 36 38 12 20 18 36 14 3 9 2 4 113 20
Question and answer session with residents 16 34 38 12 1 37 34 16 8 4 2 4 99 107
Consultation document 7 43 32 18 0 38 7 43 3 9 2 4 51 150
Meeting with the local community to create a program/activity (e.g., factory building) 17 33 37 13 1 37 34 16 8 4 2 4 99 158
Community jury 7 43 37 13 0 38 7 43 3 9 2 4 56 163
Focus group 3 47 37 13 0 38 3 47 3 9 2 4 48 149
Visioning exercises 0 50 37 13 1 37 0 50 3 9 2 4 43 149
Forum usage 7 43 37 13 0 38 7 43 4 8 2 4 57 38
Forum specific issues 6 44 38 12 0 37 6 44 4 8 2 4 56 131
Forum partnership interest 10 40 37 13 37 1 10 40 4 8 2 4 37 100
At the neighborhood/community 12 38 39 11 1 35 12 38 7 5 2 4 73 131
























local government. The findings show that the frequent
mechanisms used by respondents to correspond with
local government are community panel (n = 134) and
meeting with local people (n = 34). However, some
communities also prefer to use other mechanisms
such as referenda, suggestion writing, survey, and so
on. However, local government welcomes any approach
that facilitates closer relations with their citizens. These
mechanisms are a platform provided by local govern-
ments to give space for the public to share ideas,
complain, discuss, and meet with local administrators
in matters pertaining to local issues, including service
satisfaction.
What are the benefits and costs of involvement?
Based on the survey, the main benefit derived from
these engagement initiatives is increased community
awareness (n = 81). This may be due to participation
initiatives by local government that help people under-
stand and improve the knowledge and experience of
local government issues. Service improvements were
perceived to be of less benefit (n = 56).
Table 8 illustrates citizens’ views on the undesirable
effect of local government. There was some concern
that public participation will increase the level of com-
munity expectation (n = 47) slow down the decision-
making (n = 31), lead to capture by one large/dominant
group (n = 35), and lead to too many public complaints
(n = 33). These concerns are in line with other research
(e.g., Lowndes, Pratchett, & Stoker, 2001a),
Table 9 illustrates the perception of the impact of public
participation on the final decision of local government.
The survey found that many (n = 72) of the respondents
agree that the public has no direct influence or little
influence (n = 75) and that the final decisions are made
by the local authorities. More positively a substantial min-
ority (n = 39) of respondents felt that involvement can
greatly influence the decision-making process of local
authorities. However, this is in contrast to the ODPM
study that found that 70% of local authorities think that
participation initiatives are “often” or “fairly” influential
on final decision-making.
Discussion
This research investigated the level of involvement
among local citizens in local government decisions.
The results support the notion that citizens do want
to get involved with their local authority and not
just as a consumer of services (see Lowndes et al.,
2001a). The results reveal the mechanisms for get-
ting the public to engage actively have been diverse
and in many instances innovative, ranging from
Table 9. Impact of Community Participation on Decision-Making of the Local Government.
Impact on Decision-making
MDP MBAS MPPP MDB MPK MPL TOTAL
Y N Y N Y N Y N Y N Y N Y N
No direct influence 18 32 16 34 16 22 18 32 2 10 2 4 72 134
Little influence 13 37 18 32 24 14 13 37 5 7 2 4 75 131
Less influence 14 36 7 43 15 23 14 36 1 11 2 4 53 153
Greatly influence 5 45 9 41 15 23 5 45 3 9 2 4 39 167
Table 8. How Harmful can Community Engagement Efforts be to Local Government?
Involvement can be Harmful
MDP MBAS MPPP MDB MPK MPL TOTAL
Y N Y N Y N Y N Y N Y N Y N
Slow the decision-making 6 44 2 48 14 24 6 44 1 11 2 4 31 175
Increase the level of community expectations 6 44 14 36 17 21 6 44 2 10 2 4 47 159
The addition of workload 6 44 6 48 7 31 6 44 2 10 2 4 29 181
Large group/dominant control over small community voice 3 47 15 35 9 29 3 47 3 9 2 4 35 171
Increasing conflict of interest in the community 3 47 8 42 4 33 3 47 3 9 2 4 23 182
Lead to local authority staff disputes 0 50 13 37 5 33 0 50 1 11 2 4 21 185
Too many public complaints 0 50 14 36 15 33 0 50 2 10 2 4 33 183
Table 7. What are the Benefits of Greater Engagement with the Local Government.
Involvement Initiatives
MDP MBAS MPPP MDB MPK MPL TOTAL
Y N Y N Y N Y N Y N Y N Y N
Improvement of policy making 8 42 17 33 18 20 8 42 3 9 2 4 56 150
Better decision-making in a particular program 13 37 17 33 26 11 13 37 5 7 2 4 76 129
Improvement in service 6 44 20 30 21 17 6 44 10 2 2 4 65 141
Increase community awareness 15 35 25 25 19 19 15 35 5 7 2 4 81 125
To enhance community development 8 42 24 26 15 22 8 42 2 10 2 4 59 146
























awareness-raising to local decision-making through
community development. Specifically, the finding
indicates that the community makes extensive use
of traditional participation modes, such as personal,
group, and community association. The purpose of
these involvements is to give feedback and identify
problem solving. Meanwhile, the reasons given for
low involvement in decision-making is due to lack
of time. The important benefits of these involve-
ments are community awareness and better deci-
sion-making. However, too much participation
seems undesirable to local government where it
will increase the level of community expectation
and slow the decision-making. Moreover, respon-
dents believe that public participation does not
directly influence or has influence on final deci-
sion-made by the local government which is consis-
tent with other studies (Michels & De Graaf, 2010).
Whilst citizens do have rights, they also have duties.
They have to take responsibility for ensuring that
local government functions effectively. They have to
respect the local government rights of other com-
munity, comply with by-laws, and co-operating with
councilors and officials who are fulfilling their legit-
imate roles. Overall, public participation has the
potential for communities to have impact through
empowering citizens in the decision processes of
local government services. However, as Table 1
reveals, developing and empowering local commu-
nities is not perceived to be particularly important
as a purpose of participation. At the same time,
there are some respondents who are not interested
in getting involved in local issues. To increase pub-
lic participation, local governments also cooperate
with other agencies such as Department of Social
Cohesion, universities, and NGOs to encourage
public participation. In regard to public participa-
tion, local authorities prefer to use community
panels and meetings with local people.
Overall, the findings clearly show that communities
believe they have the right to contribute to the local
authority’s decision-making processes. This is particu-
larly the case in the two urban authorities MPPP
(located in the city of Pulau Pinang) and MBAS
(located in the city of Kedah). These authorities pro-
vide more services than the rural authorities and have
larger budgets. It is also the case that citizens in urban
areas are more likely to be better educated, more
aware of the importance of participation, and more
likely to complain to receive better services. It is inter-
esting to note that in the ODPM (2002) study, urban
local authorities seem to be more active across just
about all of the participation initiatives addressed in
their survey. Other studies have found that there are
differences between urban and rural areas (Bell, 1992;
Lee, Beckert, & Goodrich, 2010). In our study, first,
respondents from urban areas participate to provide
feedback to government; in rural areas respondents
regard their participation as part of a problem-solving
process. Second, urban respondents are more inclined
to engage both personally and as a group, whereas
rural respondents tend to opt for group participation.
These findings are consistent with other studies that
demonstrate that urban dwellers are more individua-
listic (Lee et al., 2010; Riebschleger, 2007). Third,
urban respondents are more likely to engage with
their local government through interactive social
media, whereas rural respondents use more traditional
forms of communication such as letter writing.
Further research in Malaysia could explore more dee-
ply the urban/rural split.
However, the motivating forces for participation in
the activities of local government are many. Common
to all was a desire to improve communication between
the local authority and the public, so that the authority
is more sensitive to local needs. All placed value upon
community involvement for its own sake; that is to try
to generate involvement in, and a feeling of, “commu-
nity,” and not just in its instrumental role in, for
example, diluting public resistance to potentially
unpopular decisions.
It means that participation can help a council ensure
that good services are delivered where they are most
needed and that they are tailored to local needs.
Ongoing feedback ensures that services meet the com-
munity’s needs, and that improvements are recognized
by the community. In addition, engagement increases
the likelihood that communities will accept council
policies and decisions, which in turn brings time and
cost savings. Participation is therefore a core element of
local government as an effective tool to facilitate deci-
sion-making, and a way to reach decisions with which
the community feels satisfied.
The finding indicates that it is important to remem-
ber that public participation does not always lead to
everyone agreeing about the decision. The role of pub-
lic participation is to allow the public to express their
opinions and for the authority to consider them in
making the decision. Sometimes, the authority must
make a decision that is in the interests of the wider
community but that is unpopular with certain sections
of the local community. One area of further research is
to explore differences in participation by different
groups based on age, gender, ethnicity, religion,
employment status, and so on. The ODPM study
found that local authorities in the UK had experienced
























difficulties in engaging citizens from certain groups,
particularly those from ethnic minorities and young
people. If Malaysia is similar then local authorities
could aim to provide more assistance to groups that
do not participate and aggressively campaign for more
minority participation so that their interests could be
effectively addressed.
The public can sometimes be reluctant or unwilling
to participate. This might be for reasons of apathy, a
belief that it will not make any difference or a suspicion
of the authority organizing the participation exercise.
There is no easy way to overcome this. Building trust is
a long-term process but each public participation exer-
cise is a small step to that goal.
When local governments take an important role in
the provision of services, they need to have the ability
to deal with various issues and get feedback quickly and
effectively to the needs and services to the community.
Local government employees need to be motivated and
to address emerging issues in their respective jurisdic-
tions. In addition, local authorities are also evaluated
on the quality of the services that they provide to their
“customers.” And yet, as Abdullah and Kalianan (2008,
p. 91) argue: “The measure of an effective or successful
LA is not merely the level of satisfaction of the custo-
mers, but the level of satisfaction with quality of gov-
ernment regulating their lives.” In the context of
Malaysia, it appears that citizens are indeed interested
in the quality of government and their relationship with
it, as much as the quality of services although, clearly,
the two are closely related.
Local government plays an important role in pro-
moting and enhancing public participation for local
authority services, not just in terms of income genera-
tion or to satisfy customer needs. It should also be
responsible for providing social services to the local
community. These services include programs of com-
munity-oriented mutual assistance, provision of basic
infrastructure such as street lighting, road repairs, and
so on. In this case, public participation plays an impor-
tant role in the success of the programs and policies
designed. At the same time the local authority could
aim at certain types of participation initiatives, e.g.,
forum-based initiatives, user management of services,
and co-option to committees to specific citizen groups
or neighborhoods, as the ODPM found in the UK.
Central government also has recognized the calls for
public participation and some form of democratic
decentralization if it is to achieve its objective of being
able to “deliver to the community.” Providing a plat-
form for the community to participate in the process of
decision-making at the local level symbolizes decentra-
lization (Mkhatshwa & Otekat, 2005).
Conclusion
Whilst it is generally considered that there is a positive
relationship between participation and efficient, effec-
tive, and legitimate government, this claim needs to be
accepted with caution (Michels & De Graaf, 2010). At
the same time, there has always been a trade-off
between system effectiveness and civic participation
(Dahl, 1994).
At the same time, to people who hold dearly to the
concept of “government of the people, for the people and
by the people,” the demise of elected local government is
unacceptable. However, the substance of most complaints
against appointed councilors is not the lack of democracy,
but rather the lack of accountability of appointed counci-
lors. To most complainants, this lack of accountability is
the main factor for the weak performance of local govern-
ment. Although the state governments appoint counci-
lors, the appointment process is largely a formality.
Almost all of the councilors are appointed from candi-
dates nominated by political parties that form the state
government. The few that are not “political appointees”
are largely government officers, such as District Officers
or Directors of State Departments. Their appointment is
based on their position and not on their personalities
(Lee, 2005). Thus, as Kuppusamy (208: 86) argues “in
the absence of an effective system by which the right
candidates are appointed, it is not surprising that there
is a mismatch between what is expected from the people
and what is delivered by the councils.”
And yet, as Dalton (2008) has argued citizen
norms have changed over time with decreasing elec-
toral support but increases in other forms of partici-
pation and clearly there is no lack of involvement in
Malaysian local government by its citizens. The
involvement of the public is very important to local
government and to the public. This is because both
depend on each other. One lesson to be learned for
countries where the democratic process may be weak
in terms of elected representatives is that other forms
of engagement with, and influence over, local deci-
sion-making can be found. At the same time it needs
to be recognized that those living in rural areas do
have different perspectives on local government than
those in urban areas (Bell, 1992) and these include
views on public participation. However, based upon
this study, it can be said that the involvement of the
public in this area is satisfactory. However, local
government needs to consider how citizens may be
given further opportunities to get involved in matters
local; not least given the absence of elected represen-
tatives. This is critical for local government to gain
legitimacy for its existence.
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